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Uhler: Florida White, Southern Belle

“FLORIDA WHITE,” SOUTHERN BELLE
by MARGARET A NDERSON U HLER *
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Harrodsburg, Kentucky, she was one of eleven children of General
John Adair, veteran of the Revolution and the War of 1812
and eighth governor of Kentucky. During Florida’s early years
as an American territory, Ellen became one of her most
fascinating figures. A keen mind and sparkling personality,
together with a madonna-like beauty, combined to make her the
idol of intellectual and fashionable circles in Europe as well
as in America.1
Ellen married Joseph M. White of Franklin, Kentucky, a
lawyer twenty years her senior, on June 7, 1820. When Florida
was purchased by the United States from Spain, President Monroe
appointed White one of the thirteen members of the Legislative
Council of the newly-created Territory of Florida. In June
1822, the Whites arrived in Pensacola where Colonel White
practiced law and became adjutant general of militia and
district attorney for Pensacola. He also became an expert in
international law, particularly as it applied to the transfer of
Spanish deeds to American titles. In addition, he pursued a
successful political career. 2 Since his election as territorial
representative to Congress necessitated having a permanent
residence in the territory, he purchased 6,000 acres of land with
250 slaves, and began construction of a palatial plantation
home called “Casa Bianca” in Jefferson County.3
* Ms. Uhler is a descendant of Florida White. She is a graduate of

Georgia College in Milledgeville and a part-time English instructor
at Georgia Military College and Georgia College.

1. An undated, unidentified newspaper clipping in the scrapbook of Etta
Adair Anderson, located in the General James Patton Anderson Papers,
P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History, University of Florida, Gainesville. Hereinafter referred to as Anderson scrapbook.
2. Tallahassee Democrat, June 28, 1964. See also Dorothy E. Hill, “Joseph
M. White, Florida’s Territorial Delegate, 1825-1837” (M.A. thesis,
University of Florida, 1950).
3. Monticello News, February 28, 1969.
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Because there were two Whites in the United States Congress
at the time, Ellen became known as “Florida White” to
distinguish her from the other Mrs. White, Mrs. Barton White,
whose husband was a representative from New York. She was
a great social success in Washington; her intelligence and wit
provided a perfect foil for her husbands legal brilliance. As
she had accompanied her father to Washington frequently when
he was senator from Kentucky, she was acquainted with the
duties required of the wife of a prominent politician.4
Colonel White’s career took the couple several times to
Europe where they were received in the most eminent circles.
On one occasion, they were invited to a ball given by a member
of the Bonaparte family.5 When the hostess suggested that Ellen
wear a native American costume, she arrived at the ball dressed
as an Indian girl, “gay with beads and feathers, with a quiver
at her back and a bow in her hand. She was afterward known
as ‘La Belle Savage.’“6
On another occasion, Colonel White was sent to Spain in
connection with some legal details of the Florida purchase.
When Ellen hesitated to accompany him because of her health,
he arranged for her to visit Rome and to stay with Commodore
7
Biddle and his family . Cardinal Mezzafonti, the Pope’s grand
chamberlain, was a frequent visitor at the Biddle household, and
Ellen expressed a desire to meet His Holiness. The cardinal
made the necessary arrangements and instructed Ellen to wait
at the Sistine Chapel the next day until the Pope came along
and she would be introduced to him. The following day, however, she received a more interesting invitation and failed to
keep her appointment with the Pope. That evening, the cardinal
called to point out that she had so offended the Pope that she
should leave Rome immediately; her failure to honor the appointment was more serious than she had realized. Ellen apologized for
her mistake, but informed the cardinal that she was interested
in a private interview, not a public one. Mezzafonti, amazed at
her effrontery, explained that the Pope never admitted any
women to private audiences except wives, daughters, or sisters of
4.
5.
6.
7.

Obituary of Ellen Adair White Beatty, Anderson scrapbook.
Possibly Princess Caroline, sister of Napoleon.
“A Scrap of History,” undated clipping in Anderson scrapbook.
The delicacy of Ellen’s health is mentioned occasionally, but the nature
of it is never identified or actually established.
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sovereigns. Ellen retorted that she was the daughter of a sovereign;
in her country the people were sovereign, and she was a daughter
of the people. The cardinal, appreciating her wit, relayed the
message to the Pope who, also amused, granted her the private
audience as a “daughter of a sovereign.” The following extract
from a letter is Ellen’s personal recollection of the incident:
“On that day we went, as directed, in carriages to the Vatican,
where we found the great gate of the Vatican had been opened
during the day, that being opened only on days when the
Pope was receiving some royal personage, and a very large
crowd had gathered in the streets . . . to see what royalty was
visiting the Pope that day. . . . When we entered the hall we
found the servants had laid a large scarlet carpet . . . in the
center of the hall, and placed three chairs upon it; and as we
entered at one door, the Pope entered from a door at the
other end. . . . I found the old gentleman very much interested
in the gossips of the courts where I had been spending time (in
Paris, Madrid, and Naples), and we had quite a pleasant conversation. . . . [After the interview] . . . His Holiness then
arose with great dignity . . . and remarked to me: ‘From this
time on, as long as you remain in Rome, all my officials will
treat you as a royal personage.’ . . . A few evenings later, I
went with some friends to the Sistine Chapel to hear the
music . . . which was given every afternoon at four o’clock. As
I entered St. Peter’s, a high officer of the Pope walked up and
saluted me as if I were of royal stock, and invited me and my
suite into the gallery of the Sistine Chapel, which was reserved
only for those of royal family. . . . When I came down, an officer
walked to the door with me and called for the carriage of
“Her Royal Highness,” and my carriage came up. . . . And from
that time forward, during my stay there, whenever I met an
officer of the Pope I was saluted as if I were of royal stock.“8
Before Ellen left Rome, the Pope sent her a parting gift of a
bronze casket containing an item which was later erroneously reported. An article in the New York Fashion Bazar [sic], by Mary
8. This anecdote was the subject of a letter from Alex A. Hansell,
Thomasville, Georgia, April 27, 1904, to Mrs. Korfoot. Mr. Hansell
related the verbal account as he remembered it as it was told to him
by Ellen in 1867, hence the quote in the first person. The letter was
given to the author by the late Edwin C. Pugsley of New Haven,
Connecticut, May 19, 1975.
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E. Bryan, which appeared some time after Ellen’s death, described it as a valuable “diamond cross,” centered with an “exquisitely carved image of Christ in amethyst.“9 Ellen’s niece, Etta
Adair (Mrs. Patton) Anderson, who lived with her aunt for some
years, stated that the casket contained a coral rosary that was not
intrinsically valuable, though it was greatly cherished.10 Bryan
was also incorrect when she wrote that Ellen sold this “diamond
cross” to help build the Southern Presbyterian Church in
11
Washington, D.C. The account of Ellen’s actual gift to the
church came to the author through a great-niece of Ellen and
daughter of Etta; it therefore has the ring of authenticity. Ellen
had purchased a dart-shaped diamond hair ornament to wear
to Queen Victoria’s coronation. It was this item that she donated
to the Southern Presbyterian Church, but it was returned when
the “diamonds” were discovered to be paste and the piece of
jewelry worthless. As Ellen had paid for diamonds, she was
chagrined to learn that she had been victimized. Nevertheless,
she felt a gift was still in order, and she sent a silver service
which the church accepted.12
Ellen was considerably more fortunate in her gifts than she
was in her purchases. In 1834, Colonel White was retained by
Prince Achille Murat, his neighbor in Jefferson County, to
represent him in his claim to money and property that had
been confiscated by the French government. Murat’s mother,
Princess Caroline, was Napoleon’s sister. Colonel White was not
successful in restoring Murat’s fortunes, but his endeavor led
him to Florence, where he and Ellen were entertained by
Princess Caroline.13 Wishing to present her guest with a souvenir,
Princess Caroline asked Ellen what she could give her as a
token of her regard. Ellen looked at the graceful hand of the
aged princess and answered, “Your hand.” When the Whites
returned to America, Ellen received an affectionate letter and
9. James Barnett Adair, Adair History and Genealogy (Los Angeles, 1924),
85. The bronze casket is presently in possession of the family of Mr.
Pugsley. His mother purchased it from a former Casa Bianca slave
who had used it as a tobacco tin. The rosary has never been located.
10. Conversations with the late Miss Margaret Bybee Anderson, Palatka,
Florida, between 1940 and 1960.
11. Monticello News, February 28, 1969.
12. Conversations with Margaret Bybee Anderson.
13. A. J. Hanna, A Prince in Their Midst, The Adventurous Life of
Achille Murat on the American Frontier (Norman, 1946), 216-20.
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Florida White. From Adair’s Adair History and Genealogy.
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Florida White. From New York Fashion Bazar. Reproduced by courtesy of
P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol55/iss3/5

6

Uhler: Florida White, Southern Belle
“FLORIDA WHITE ,” SOUTHERN B ELLE

303

an ebony and pearl casket enclosing a bronze cast of Princess
Caroline’s hand.14
Colonel White was devoted to his beautiful wife and
determined that she should have all the advantages, attendant
upon wealth and prestige. He was justly proud of her accomplishments and made it possible for her to meet people of social and
literary prominence in Europe and America. On one occasion,
before sailing for Europe, the couple received letters of introduction from several influential Americans, including one from
Washington Irving which opened the doors of England’s literati
to them. Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton honored Ellen with a poem,
inscribed to “Florida White— our truant member.”
You have gone from us, lady, to shine
In the throng of the gay and the fair,
If you’re happy, we will not repine,
But say, can you think of us there?
Circled round by the glittering crowd,
Who flatter, gaze, sigh, and adore,
I would ask, if I were not too proud,
Has your heart room for one image more?
Forgive us, sweet lady, ah, do,
We’ll blot out these words from our song,
Though absent we know you are true,
Though jealous, we feel we are wrong.
Some millions of insects might pass
In your rays as those of the sun,
Then is not folly to ask
Your glances should beam here alone?15
Extravagant praise followed Ellen wherever she went. John
Quincy Adams declared her the Tenth Muse, and he added a
whimsical note to an album she had received as a birthday
gift. Ellen dedicated the volume to “Folly” and painted the
initial page with the symbolic cap and bells. Adams responded
in light vein:
Come, bring the cap and bring the bells,
And banish sudden melancholy,
For who shall seek for Wisdom’s cells
When Ellen summons him to folly?
14. Monticello News, February 28, 1969.
15. Ibid.
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And if ‘tis folly to be wise,
As bards of mighty fame have chanted,
Whoever looked in Ellen’s eyes,
And then for sages’ treasures panted!
Oh! take the cap and bells away;
The very thought my soul confuses
Like Jack between two stacks of hay,
Or Garrick’s choice between the Muses.16
Colonel White died in 1839, leaving Ellen a sizable fortune.
Five years later, she married Dr. Theophilus Beatty, a member
of the English nobility. During their marriage, which ended
with his death in 1847, they lived in New Orleans, but continued
to spend half of each year at Casa Bianca. Ellen was singularly
blessed in having two happy marriages, though both of them
were childless.17
Ellen was still a relatively young woman when she became
a widow for the second time. As she had no children, she
turned her affections to her niece, Etta, the daughter of her
brother, Dr. William Adair. Ellen sent her to school, took her
on trips, and soon began to think of her as her daughter. In
fact, she wanted to adopt Etta, but her brother would not
agree to give up one of his children. He was happy, however,
for Etta to have the advantages of education and travel that
Ellen offered. Since Etta had spent her childhood on her father’s
farm and had been taught almost entirely by her mother, she
was grateful for the opportunity to receive a “finished” education.
She later paid dearly for Ellen’s generosity.18
In the fall of 1849, Ellen took Etta to New York where she
enrolled her in a fashionable private school. Etta was to remain
there while Ellen travelled in Europe. Then, on the day of her
departure, Ellen announced, “My daughter, I cannot cross the
Atlantic alone; I have never intended to. I am lonely and need
you. I knew if I asked your father he would never consent for
you to go so far, and I could never take you against his positive
commands. After it is done, it will be all right with him and
your dear mother.“19 On arriving in Liverpool, Ellen wrote
16. Adair, Adair History and Genealogy, 81.
17. Ibid., 76.
18. Etta Adair Anderson to E. S. Meany, Palatka, Florida, July 23, 1902,
in possession of author.
19. Ibid.
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20

her brother “and it was just as she said.“ This trip was Etta’s
initiation into the sophisticated life of European society.
The tour lasted a year. After several months of travelling on
the continent, Ellen decided to go to Palestine, leaving Etta
behind in school in Paris. At the last minute, however, she
impulsively changed her plans again. Etta recalled the incident
many years later, “She at once decided that travel would do me
more good than school; she might not be living when my school
days were over (as far as I knew, she was in perfect health), and
I was young enough to travel and go to school after.“21
Just as they were leaving for the Middle East, Ellen received
word that some of Colonel White’s relatives were trying for
the second time to break his will. This necessitated her immediate return to America. On arriving in New York, Ellen
again deposited Etta in the same school she had attended the
year before. After several months Ellen, again without notice,
announced that they were going to New Orleans where Etta
would study French and music. Arriving at Casa Bianca en
route to New Orleans, Etta learned that her mother had died,
and she returned to her home in Kentucky.22
The closeness of the relationship continued, and was further
strengthened when Etta married her first cousin, Patton Anderson, the son of Ellen’s sister, Margaret. Etta and Patton spent
the first three years of their marriage in the Washington Territory
where Patton was United States marshal and later territorial
representative to Congress. In 1856, however, they accepted Ellen’s
invitation to live with her in Florida, as she needed Patton
to manage Casa Bianca for her since her health had become
frail.23
By this time, Ellen’s fortunes had diminished, but not her
extravagant habits. The White relatives had not been successful
in their attempts to break Colonel White’s will, but Ellen’s,
talents did not include managing her finances wisely. Shortly
after Etta and Patton arrived, Ellen borrowed $20,000 from him.
She did not repay the debt, but promised Etta that she was
going to give all the slaves to her. Then, in 1860, without con20.
21.
22.
23.

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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sulting Etta or Patton, she sold all of them except the one family
she intended to free. Patton, outraged at the cruelty of breaking
up the slave families, bought back as many of them as he
could; “he worked himself sick nearly trying to keep mothers
from being separated from young children, etc.“24
When Etta and Patton went to live with her, Ellen wrote a
will leaving her entire estate to Etta. Within a short time,
however, she needed money again, and sold Casa Bianca to
Patton. He paid her in gold which she deposited in New York.
During the Civil War, while she was unable to obtain her
funds, she was supported completely by Patton. After the war,
she again had access to this deposit, but it was all that remained
of a once impressive estate.25
Before Patton went into the army in 1861, he sold Casa
Bianca and was paid in Confederate money. When the war was
over, his fortune was gone and his health broken from the results
of a serious wound he had heceived at the Battle of Jonesboro.
When he died in 1872, Etta and her five children were destitute.
Ellen died in 1884 and left Etta nothing, although she was well
aware of Etta’s need. Ellen did not make a new will or suggest
that her intentions concerning Etta’s legacy had changed.
Nevertheless, her actual beneficiaries claimed that before her
death she had given them all her valuable personal items and the
26
small residue of her capital. There was therefore nothing in
Ellen’s estate for Etta to inherit. Though this treatment of
Etta might well have been accidental on Ellen’s part, she failed
to exert any serious effort at making restitution to Etta, either
during her life or after her death.27
It should also be pointed out that when Ellen herself became
homeless through her own foolhardy extravagance, she did not
lack for care and concern from her family. Etta’s brother,
Cromwell Adair, a prominent lawyer, banker, and farmer in
24. Portion of an undated letter from Etta Adair Anderson to an
unidentified niece, in possession of the author.
25. Ibid.
26. Ibid. These personal items included the bronze cast of Princess Caroline’s
hand, the portrait by an Italian artist from which the photograph at
the beginning of this article was made, and a Carrara marble bust of
Ellen sculpted by Horation [sic] Greenough in Italy around 1830. The
bust is presently in the Mary Buie Museum in Oxford, Mississippi.
Brochure of the Mary Buie Museum and conversations with Margaret
Bybee Anderson.
27. Letter from Etta Adair Anderson to a niece.
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the small town of Morganfield, Kentucky, and already the entire
support of Etta and her children, offered to take care of Ellen
for the rest of her life, and even to build her a cottage close
to his house. In this way, she would be free from the distractions
of the children, and yet at the same time, under the constant
attention of Etta. Ellen declined this invitation, for “she could
not live where she was not [constantly] going, and where she was
not admired and flattered.“28 Instead, she spent her final years
paying visits of several months duration to different relatives.
It was on one of these visits to Oxford, Mississippi, that she
died, and there is where she was buried.29
Although mention of Florida White appeared in books, newspapers, and magazines, the only article that is presently available
is the sketch by Mary E. Bryan, a newspaper woman who had a
brief personal acquaintance with Ellen shortly before her death.
While this article has some value, it contains a number of
inaccuracies. Etta retained the original undated section from
the New York Fashion Bazar. She also added enlightening
marginal notes, both in support and in denial of Bryan’s statements. Beside a paragraph mentioning Ellen’s “single-hearted
love for her husband [Colonel White] who always seemed to
her ‘the grandest man in any assembly,’” Etta wrote an emphatic “True!“30
The following paragraph, on the other hand, did not rate
the same approval: “How firmly she adhered to the restrictions
of her church— the old fashioned Presbyterian— can be seen from
the fact that she refused to dance, though princes sought her
hand, and she was inside a theater but once, although she was
a Shakespeare worshiper and possessed extraordinary histrionic
talent.” The margin bears the cryptic reproof “Stuff!”31 Etta’s
description of her first trip under the chaperonage of her aunt
further negates that myth: “In Louisville I attended my first
theater. . . . I found my father’s family (as I had known) was
prominent in society and politics. Of course, Aunt was dined
and supped, etc., and I though a child was taken with her.
Here I attended my first grand dining and was instructed by
28. Ibid.
29. Ibid.
30. The original article from the New York Fashion Bazar is in the P. K.
Yonge Library of Florida History.
31. Ibid.
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my Aunt that I must take wine if invited to do so.“32 Nor was
there any objection to dancing, a popular diversion for the
entire family. Ellen was devout, not fanatic.
Another accolade to prompt an acerbic objection from Etta
was the following: “She built a chapel for the slaves on the
plantation. She assembled them in it every Sunday, and she
herself superintended the Sunday School, prayed and sung with
them, and explained the portions of the Bible she read to them
in her rich, cultured voice. . . . For two of them— special
favorites— she purchased a neat little home in Monticello.“33
The marginal annotation “All Stuff!” is treated more fully in a
letter from Etta to a niece: “There is so much in this sketch
that is positive falsehood that I hate to have you read it without
I was there to tell you. She did build the church before we
went there. Your Uncle Patton employed a Mr. Clisby to teach
the negroes— gave him a regular sallary [sic] besides his board.“34
Etta further added that Ellen’s favorite slave, her maid Rebecca,
bought her “neat little home” with her own money; it was not
a gift. It was true, however, that a few years before Ellen’s
death, Rebecca paid her former mistress a heartwarming tribute
in a letter addressed to “My Dear Mistress.” “We hear you
now have no home, and we write to beg you to come and live
in ours. We will move into the kitchen. It is plenty good and
you can have the house, and we will wait on you and be so
glad to do something to show you how we remember your
goodness to us. Them old days at Casa Bianca was the happiest
we have ever seen.“35
Etta’s conclusion about the Bryan article suggests a justified
indignation, “There is so much in this that is true. Her talents
and beauty and attractiveness could not be exaggerated. Then
why not let that go and not tell so many horrid falsehoods.
The devotion of both husbands and their admirations, especially
Uncle White’s, had certainly made her very, very selfish. I lived
with her for years and this was as I saw and knew her, as I grew
older and less devoted to her.“36
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

Etta
New
Etta
New
Etta

Adair Anderson to Meany, July 23, 1902.
York Fashion Bazar.
Adair Anderson to niece.
York Fashion Bazar.
Adair Anderson to niece.
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The Bryan article also appears in the Adair History and
Genealogy by Dr. James B. Adair, published in 1924. Every
passage which inspired Etta’s comment “Stuff!” was omitted. Etta
died in 1917, before the author had contacted various members
of the Adair family for data to be included in the book; therefore, she could not have been responsible for the editing. The
article was submitted to Dr. Adair by Annetta Scott Fox, who, as
a child, had been acquainted with her great-aunt Ellen in
Monticello. Her introduction to the article carries no mention
of the deletions, but her discrete omissions supply ample
reinforcement for Etta’s views.37
Ellen Adair White Beatty was clearly a woman of many
contradictions. The epitome of graciousness, beauty, and charm,
she inspired the unreserved adulation of admirers on two
continents. She dispensed largesse with profligate impetuosity,
and nonchalantly took back gifts she had given. She abused the
affections of those who loved her and made promises she never
intended to keep. She was magnanimous and petty, democratic
and haughty, ingenuous and artful. But no one who entered
the orbit of this captivating personality ever forgot her.
37.

Adair, History and Genealogy, 75-77.
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